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My Brother Is Born
A True Story by Holger 0. Nielsen
(Translated by Harald R. Jensen)
The day was February 14, 1889, and dusk had· ju st fallen. As
one looked over the western Nebraska prairie, the whole world
was a huge blanket of glittering snow. The bright beams from the
full moon fell upon the white snow, almost making day out of
the night. Even the harsh Nebraska landscape was now white and
soft, as gentle as a fairyland.
Here and there, in contrast to the winter evening's diamondstudded white quilt over the frozen earth, flickered the dim, red
lights of the kerosene lamps in the pioneer settlers' houses.
It was still- as still as a winter's evening on the prairie can
often be. But then came the faint sounds of distant voices, the
creak of sleigh runners gliding over the frozen snow. The settlers
were on their way to a birthday celebration for one of their
own-to a party for Gertrude, R.B. Nielsen's pregnant wife. The
nearest neighbors were walking over, those from farther away
were riding in their heavy, homemade sleds, the bottoms covered
with thick layers of straw. The women and children sat on the
straw, huddled under heavy quilts, sharing warmth.
Inside R.B.'s little wooden farmhouse it was warm and cozy.
As the guests kept streaming in, the kitchen and living room were
soon filled . The children were sent into the one bedroom -there
to play their own games and have their own fun. The grownups
found sitting room on chairs, empty boxes, or on the floor of the
other two rooms.
The everyday life of these prairie pioneers was a lonely one.
Isolated on their farms, they hungered for human
companionship. All the settlers in this Danish colony were
young-men and women in their most productive years. There
were few older people. Even Death had not visited the colony
very often . Of course, Death did come every now and then- He
would leave with a newborn baby, or a young mother after
childbirth. But by and large, the settlers were young, strong, and
vigorous, with faith in the future of their new country.
Tonight, as usual, the conversation was lively-they talked
about the hard winter now at hand, and the even more difficult
times. Politics and world events were discussed. And there were
letters from Denmark, letters which were read aloud for all to
hear. At one table a group played whist. After cpffee and cookies
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had been served, songbooks were distributed, and the settlers'
voices filled the room with song, the melodies drifting away from
the house out over the open, silent prairie.
At midnight the party was over and all the guests departed.
Again the countryside was enveloped in deep winter stillnes.
Only the plaintive howls of the prairie wolves broke the stillness
of the night. The reddish lights from the lanterns and the
kerosene lamps disappeared one by one until only the stars,
moon, and the glistening snow lit up the countryside.
But at two in the morning, a light suddenly appeared in R.B.'s
house. Soon R.B. , with a lantern swinging in his hand, hurried
from the house to the barn . Then came the sound of the heavy
clopping of horses' hooves. R.B. hitched the horses to the sled
and soon the sled runners were crackling over the frozen snow.
Far away came the eerie howl of a prairie wolf. Somewhere a dog
barked in answer.
The horses trotted briskly and the sled swung away from the
farmstead and over the snow-covered fields and the roads drifted
over with snow. R.B. drove his horses, guided by memory and
instinct. He headed them toward the village. Reaching the
outskirts of the village, he stopped before a little house, where
the red gleam of a lantern glowed through its frosted window
panes . R.B. jumped from the sled, knocked loudly on the door,
and spoke to someone within . In a few moments, a short, stout
woman, carrying a large handbag, emerged from the house. She
struggled through the snow to the sled, and barely stifling an
oath, clambered with some difficulty into the sled . She seated
herself on an empty wooden crate, securely wrapped in shawls
and quilts, an almost lifeless bundle. The steaming horses started
on the homeward journey.
An anxious R.B. wanted to get home as quickly as possible.
Instead of following the newly-formed tracks his sled had made,
he decided to try a shortcut. His mind was filled with anxiety for
his wife, alone at home with birth pangs and four small children.
The horses and the sled moved quickly over the snow, where it
lay frozen on the flat plains. But the snow lay deep in the valleys
and other sheltered places where the wind had whipped it into
high drifts.
The sled skimmed over a little hill and moved downward into
a ravine. The horses now waded in snow reaching to their
underbellies. Only with the greatest effort were they able to
move forward. But R.B. recognized the danger of the situation.
He cracked his whip over the horses' backs and they struggled
forward in uncoordinated jerks. The sled bobbed up and down
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like a cork on a fishing line. R.B. held on to the lines with all his
strength, now and then swinging his whip so the horses would
keep on pressing forward through the deep snow. Finally, they
plowed through the last drift. Proudly, R.B. turned to see how the
midwife had withstood the ride.
But what was this? She wasn't there? The whole bundle,
shawls, quilts, and even the wooden crate, all had disappeared!
R.B. stopped the steaming horses, looked back in the moonlit
night, and yes, by Jove, he saw her waving, wading, and
staggering through the deep snow. He tied the lines to the sled
post, jumped out of the sled, and ran toward her. When he
reached her, he discovered she was not hurt, but she was furious.
A coarse stream of epithets, mixed with snow, spewed from
her-the epithets in pure Copenhagen dialect. She fell into the
snow again , struggled to her feet. She scolded, she cried, and
R.B. stood speechless, helpless, not knowing what to do.
But after a moment of reflection, he stepped forward
quickly, and without further ado, lifted up the little, short-legged
woman into his strong arms, threw her like a sack of flour over
his shoulder, and pushed forward with almost inhuman strength
through the snow, back to the sled . He knew he could not fail his
wife. He placed the screaming woman back on the crate. And
now the sled flew across the rolling Nebraska prairie and soon
reached the Nielsen's little house.
When the sun peeped over the eastern horizon on the
fifteenth of February, 1889, the midwife laid a healthy, crying
boy into R.B.'s open arms, but she did it with these words,
"Listen, Rasmus, the next time you have a baby, so help me God,
you better be sure to have it when the weather is decent and the
roads passable! "

Holger 0 . Nielsen is a retired Lutheran pastor , who for more than 40 years served
congregations in Kansas , Oregon , Iowa and Connecticut. He was born and grew up in Nysted ,
near Dannebrog, in Howard county, Nebraska . His parents were emigrants from Denmark .

Rev. Nielsen attended Grand View College , Des Moines, Iowa, and graduated from the Grand
View College Seminary.
Harald R . Jensen is Professor Emeritus , University of Minnesota , with M.S . and PH.D. degrees
from Iowa State University in Agricultural and Applied Economics. Dr. Jensen , also, was born
and grew up in Nysted , Nebraska , and attended Grand View College . He is a nephew of Rev.
N ielsen.
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